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Bangladesh is a country which has a sad history of being flooded, due to its low-lying land area,
and the confluence of three major rivers! that cover most of the country, and often flood ~uring
the monsoon season. The Red Cross has claimed that global warming has contributed to rising
water levels world-wide, which immediately threatens the lifestyle and well-being of those
people who live in low lying areas, like Bangladesh. The British Broadcasting Company (BBC)
quoted a Red Cross report, stating that "by 2025/ over half of all people living in developing
countries will be 'highly vulnerable' to floods and storms2." Sounfortunately, in general terms,
Bangladesh/s sad history is likely to become a common one. This makes Bangladesh an
important case.
As of January 2000/ Bangladesh had a population of 130.2 million3• Its Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) is US $48.54 billion (2000/01 current prices)4.According to the World Disasters Report
2003/ Bangladesh is among the top three disaster-prone countries in the world.
Most of Bangladesh is at a low elevation and is divided into five physical regions: (1)the
Ganges Delta to the Southwest, (II) the Para delta to the Northwest, (III) the East Central
plains and the Sylhet Hills in the Northeast, and (N) the Chittagong region in the
Southeast. Bangladesh is known to be the largest deltaic region in the world. There are
great flood plains, renewed by the Ganges and Brahmaputra rivers, which have changed
their course in the pasts.
It is impossible for an outsider to the subject to imagine the complexity of Bangladesh as a
geographical entity. Almost the entire landmass is subject to flooding at some time of the year.
For example, to the Northeast is the Meghna depression, part of which is only ten feet above sea
level; during the rainy season it turns into a huge lake, covering most of its 7/250 square
kilometer (2/800 square mile) basin6• The Meghna River is the confluence of the Ganges,
1 "Bangladesh floods maroon thousands" Mond~y, 8 July, 2002. bbc.co.uk.
2 "Red Cross warns on climate" Wednesday, 28 June, 2000. bbc.co.uk.
3 Bangladesh Embassy, 'About Bangladesh', Washington D.C.
4 Bangladesh Embassy, Washington D.C
5 Bangladesh Embassy, Washington D.C 'Topography'.
6 Ibid.
Brahmaputra and Barak rivers. The Ganges and Brahmaputra rivers originate in India and Tibet,
on the slopes of the Himalayas, and the Barak rises out of Eastern India?
According to Arun P. Elhance, a third of Bangladesh is below the high-tide level. Also, 94% of
Bangladesh's surface water supply originates outside the country, thus making Bangladesh a
dependant downstream country8. Not all the flooding is detrimental to life in Bangladesh:
according to a study by the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO), river fisheries and flood
plain rice harvesting is made possible in Bangladesh only due to the spatial variability of the
rivers in this deltaic region, and the 'flood pulse' concept, which" ... produces periodic
inundations of the floodplain", which in turn increases biodiversity and "sheltered spawning
It is, however, evident that the damage and costs incurred by floods and storms far outweigh the
normal occurrence of river flooding in this region, especially since this normal flooding has been
7 Arun P. Elhance, 'Hydro-Politics in the Third World' (Washington: US Institute ofPeace,199), 158.
8Elhance, 158.
9 Daniel D. Hoggarth-Vicki, 1.Cowan, AsWeyS.Halls, Mark Aeron-Thomas, 1.Allistair
McGregor, Caroline A. Garaway, A.lan Payne, Robin L. Welcomme, "Management guidelines for
Asian floodplain river fisheries", Part 2: Summary ofDFID research, FAO Rome, 1996.
aggravated over the years due to the industrial and agricultural activity of upstream countries
such as Nepal and India.
The theme of the World Disasters Report of 2002,released by the International Federation of Red
Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC),was "Risk Reduction: Challenges and Opportunities".
The publication outlined the main hurdles to developing risk reduction in the developing world,
which are as follows10:
• Geopolitics: conflicts of the 1990sdominated the humanitarian agenda, pushing aside the
problem of vulnerability to nahlra1 hazards.
• No coherent risk reduction "community": professionals trying to mitigate disaster impacts
are fragmented along institutional boundaries.
• Risk reduction is seen as a separate sector, when it should be mainstreamed into
development and humanitarian programming. As a result, risk reduction concerns are
marginalized or forgotten.
• Risk reduction is viewed as a technical problem with technical solutions. But the underlying
factors that compel people to live in insecure conditions are rarely addressed.
• Lack of resources: donors dedicate far fewer resources to risk reduction than to relief. The
European Community's Humanitarian Office (ECHO), for example, spent just 1.5 per
cent of its aid budget on disaster preparedness last year.
• Invisibility of risk reduction spending: development programs may include mitigation, but it
is rarely reported in donor accolmts.
Also described as major hurdles to risk reduction are Risk-blind development and the absence of
effective disaster preparedness and mitigation measures (e.g., flood-proof dykes, early warning
systems, evacuation routes, shelters, relief stockpiles, disaster response teams, and public
What has occurred in Bangladesh over time is that due to bureaucracy and the lack of adequate
planning, the above-mentioned hurdles to risk reduction are hardly addressed by governmental
agencies; this, within the context of severe Economic constraints. Governmental programs seem
to concentrate on agricultural and navigational development structures, with some focus given to
fisheries. These developmental structures are either brought about due to changes upstream
(such as deforestation), or due to governmental policy changes. As described by the FAO, the
general impact of such development structures, such as making changes to the main channet the
elimination of meanders, the straightening of the channel and the raising and revetting of the
10 InternationalFederationofRedCrossandRedCrescentSocieties,WorlddisasterReport2002,Chapter1
II IFRC, World disaster Report, Chapter 1.
channel banks, is as follows: the development structures may "reduce the productivity of the
fishery and may produce drastic changes in the composition of the fish fauna". The structures
also imply costly maintenance, especially due to increased human occupation in areas that have
been modified and "are perceived safe" for habitation. Finally, according to the FAG, the "recent
catastrophic flooding in areas so controlled demonstrates the high risks of such interventions"12.
An example of one such governmental intervention is the Pabna Irrigation and Rural
Development Project (PIRDP), constructed during the early 1970s to protect Pabna communities
from extreme flooding and provide controlled irrigation for agriculture. The present-day scenario
of the PIRDP is that in spite of the flood protection schemes in place, a loan (BAN 34038-01 ) of
$ 42,400,000 was required from the Asian Development Bank (ADB) to fund erosion mitigation
plans due to the progressive river erosion of the Jamuna and the Meghna Rivers.13 Also, the
"PIRDP has had a negative effect on fish species assemblages and stock values, by reducing the
accessibility of impounded floodplains to migrant fish."14
What is unfortunate is that most of the areas in the world hardest hit by natural disasters in
recent decades, such as Bangladesh, have been those in a lower income group.l5 Matthew E.
K~ of Tufts University claims as much in his paper on disaster management and lower income
groups:
Though richer nations do not experience fewer natural disasters than poorer nations,
richer nations do suffer less death from disaster. Economic development provides
implicit insurance against nature's shocks. Democracies and nations with higher-quality
institutions suffer less death from natural disaster.16
Kahn also says that the national income of a country does not determine whether it is more
susceptible to a large number of deaths through natural disasters, however the quality of
12FAO, "Management guidelines for Asian floodplain river fisheries", Part 2: Summary of DFID research,
2.3.1 Types of floodplain modification.
13 ADB, Project Profiles, Jamuna-Meghna River Erosion Mitigation Project, 14 February 2005. The loan
was also used to alleviate poverty in the project region
14 A.S. Halls, D. D. Hoggarth and K. Debnath, Journal ofFish Biology, Volume 53, 358.
15 UNEP, Environment Assessment Program for Asia and the Pacific, 'Natural Hazards'. Katrina is an
obvious exception.
)6Matthew E. Kahn, "The death toll from natural disasters: the role of income, geography, and
institutions." The Review of Economics and Statistics. 87(2) (May 2005), 271.
institutional support does depend on the national income and it is this variable that determines
the risk reduction and rehabilitation methods employed by any governmentP
Bangladesh by all accounts faces the above-mentioned situation. According to the Emergency
Events Database (EM-DAT), maintained by the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of
Disasters (CRED) situated in Belgium, there have been 67 floods and 146 windstorms during the
years 1904 to 2006. The total affected population from the floods number 329,720,717, while the
total affected population from wind storms number 63,912,736.18 The economic ravages caused by
these disasters are enormous as well, according to the same database: due to the floods, a total of
Within this context especially, the importance of the role of Non Governmental Organizations
(NGOs) in helping those affected deal with the disaster at hand becomes critically important. In
their World Disasters Report, 2002 the IFRC made mention of the Cyclone Protection Program
(CPP) that "evacuated and sheltered 2.5 million and more people before the cyclones Struck."20
The CPP was made possible only through the work of the IFRC, the Bangladesh Red Crescent
Society, and the Government of Bangladesh, and the main activities of the CPP is disseminating
weather warnings to the populace, and assisting in shelter and disaster management21• The IRFC
publication states:
Since risk reduction goes to the heart of the development process, the challenge is well
beyond the capacity of disaster managers alone. It requires cooperation between
development agencies, governments, non-governmental organizations (NGOs),
businesses, scientists and vulnerable communities.22
Community-based approaches to disaster mitigation lead to more accurate definition of
problems and solutions, because they draw on local expertise in living with disasters.
They can deploy low-cost, appropriate technologies effectively. They are more likely to
be sustainable because they are "owned" by the community and build up local capacity23
17Ibid.
18 CRED/EM-DAT, Country profile for natural disasters- Bangladesh.
19CRED/EM-DAT, Bangladesh.
20IFRC, chapter 1
21A.K.M. Harun-al-Rashid, The role of early warning in community preparedness, 2002.
22IRFC, chapter 1.
23Ibid.
In short, NGOs with a strong local base and long-term commihnents to a particular location are
best placed to implement sustainable mitigation programs. In fact, it is possible to use
Bangladesh as a case study of progress and development brought about through local NGOs
working with certain international agencies, such as Oxfam or the IFRC. This is partly due to the
fact that Bangladesh has had a history of emergency situations, beginning with its violent
Independence in 1971. In 1970, there were only 40 NGOs in the country, and 19 of them were of
foreign origin. Today, there are an estimated 22,000 NGOs, including 150 foreign NGOS.24
There is an existing network for financing these NGOs that involve international organizations
and a distribution system for ensuring that funds reach the needy. Most of the NGOs have a
strong program of savings and credit services for the poor; these are known as credit NGOs or
Micr~Finance Institutions (MFIs)25.
According to the research carried out by Matin and Taher, NGOs in Bangladesh have also taken
note of the importance of traditional methods of dealing with flooding and cyclones. By focusing
on these methods, both the enthusiasm of the community is gained, as well as eco-friendly
rehabilitation ideas are propagated. The following are some of the ideas adopted by local
NGOs26:
Banana plantation and bamboo propagation to be used to make rafts for movement and
shelter during floods,
Catkins growing in sandy char lands for controlling flood and containing deposits of
alluvial soil
Salinity tolerant and salinity resistant crop varieties in the waterlogged areas of the
south-west region;
Adapting crop cycles to suit the flood cycle;
Restoration of the concept of traditional community grain stores
Promotion of housing that can be dismantled and is transportable
Adapting house-building techniques with respect to the flow of winds in the cyclone
season.
Matin and Taher also quote Nicholas Russell of the World Food Program (WFP), stating that
other traditional methods that have been adopted are "raising homesteads, stockpiling building
materials and fuel supplies, burying possessions and valuables including food and seeds,
24NilufarMatin& MuhammedTaber,DisasterMitigationin Bangladesh:CountryCase StudyofNGO
Activities,July 2000, 13
25Matin& Taber,DisasterMitigationin Bangladesh,14.
26Matin& Taber, 18.
construction of portable earthen stoves, dismantling homes for removal to higher ground, using
trees/grasses/water hyacinths as barriers against rising water, and construction of bamboo
machans (frames) on top of the roof. Other measures included use of measuring poles to record
rising water which provided a warning, watching and listening to household animals that
frequently had shown an "instinct" about impending disaster (e.g. cyclone)"27
The Bangladesh Red Crescent is an example of a partner National Society of the IRFC. According
to the official info-sheet available online, "The Bangladesh Red Crescent plays a vital role in
helping communities respond to and prepare for disasters. In 1997/ it established a Disaster
Management Division. This division has 42/000 volunteers to draw from and they help
communities at high risk of floods, cyclones and earthquakes put in place measures to minimise
the effects of disaster. These range from building cyclone shelters to making sure early warning
systems are in place"28In the terrible floods of 2004/ the Bangladesh Red Crescent provided
medical care to 250/000 people.29
The Jamuna Char Integrated Development Project aCDP) is a local NGO founded in 1990 to help
poor inhabitants of the islands (chars) in the middle of the River Jamuna.30 It supports 200
community groups on more than 80 chars involved mainly in savings schemes but also in the
discussion and implementation of development projects (in health and sanitation, crop
diversification, functional literacy and environmental renewal).
The chars are formed from silt deposited by the river during the rainy season, but the river
currents also erode the islands - a problem made worse by the fact that the Jamuna frequently
changes its course, sometimes by several kilometers during a single year. Char dwellers therefore
face not only monsoon flooding but also the loss of their land and homes to erosion: most will
have to move home several times during their lives as the chars are formed and re-formed by the
river. Communications are difficult and the region is one of the least developed in Bangladesh,
and health and educational facilities are few and far between.
27Nicholas Russell, 2000 Evaluation of the Bangladesh Rehabilitation Projects: Post
1998Floods. Supported by ECHO.
28British Red Cross, Bangladesh Information Sheet.
29Ibid.
30 Benfield Hazard Research Centre, NGO Initiatives in Risk Reduction, case study No.2, November 2000.
One of JCDP's main risk reduction activities has been promoting the planting of reeds known as
catkins (saccharum spontaneam) by giving financial and technical support to farmers. Catkins are
useful in hazard mitigation because they collect sediment swept down by the river, thereby
adding to the land and helping to protect the riverbanks. The reeds, which can grow as high as 20
feet, are an indigenous species well suited to the sandy soils of.the chars. They bring further
practical and economic benefits to villagers as the stems can be used for fuel, roofing and in
making fences, while the leaves can be eaten by domestic animals. Catkins grown on the chars are
now being sold to buyers from other parts of the country. They also help to improve soils: land
planted with catkins becomes fit for cultivation by some other crops with two to three years3l.
After the 1998floods, affected communities requested flood-resistant crops. JCDP has therefore
planted a trial bed of sugar cane on its farm to supply plants to the chars: sugar cane is resistant to
floods and suited to local soils. JCDP has created two community flood shelters by raising school
playing fields to form earth platforms, each with a capacity of about 1,500people. Building on
earth platforms is a standard flood protection measure in Bangladesh, JCDP also owns several
boats, which it utilizes during flooding to help carry victims to safety.32Distributing boats among
local NGOs and ensuring definite survivor camps before the floods hit would ensure greater ease
in rescue and rehabilitation. Jill Clements, the British Red Cross' expert on South Asia, also
claimed that local volunteers made immediate response to flood disasters possible: "these
volunteers have been crucial in responding to the crisis by supporting the Government's rescue
efforts and distributing relief. They will also playa big part in trying to deal with the inevitable
threat of disease once the initial emergency phase is over."33
Thus we see, that most often in low-economy regions of Bangladesh, the best flood mitigation
and disaster control methods are those that are coordinated by the local community, overseen by
NGOs, those of local origin as well as those that are linked with international parent
organizations, and which are aided with development and funding from government agencies,
both locally and internationally.
31NGOInitiativesin RiskReduction,case studyNo.2, November2000,pg 2
32Ibid.
33 British Red Cross, 'Asia floods - preparedness work saves lives'
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